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FELLED BY INSENSITIVITY, INCOMPETENCE 
A catastrophe has hit India and there is no sign that the ferocious second wave  

is being dealt with competently 
 Earlier this week, a young woman in Uttar Pradesh tweeted a cry for help. Her grandmother’s oxygen 
level had fallen to 40. “Pls help us in getting one bed in hospital in Bareilly,” she wrote in desperation. Soon a 
handle that called itself “Team Hindu Unlimited” was on her: “Stop trying to defame UP government and Yogi 
Ji. Delete this tweet or you will face consequences.” This ugly tweet has since been deleted, but the plaintive 
response of the young woman is still there. “I’m just asking for help,” she had to say. 
 The storm troopers were the advance guard. Now, the State itself has decided it will step in. The Chief 
Minister of Uttar Pradesh has threatened hospitals with punitive action if they dare to publicly speak about low 
supplies of oxygen. How could they when there is no shortage? Nineteen Eighty-Four has arrived four decades 
late, the Ministry of Truth has at last been established in India. 
 
 This is where we are today. 
 
India floundering 
 A catastrophe has hit India, caused in the main by a combination of arrogance and incompetence at 
the highest levels of the government and political leadership. Yet, the hubris has not ebbed and there is no sign 
that the competent have replaced the incompetent in dealing with the ferocious second wave of the 
pandemic. 
 Since public health services cannot deal with the catastrophe, citizens have been left to their devices 
to, literally, survive. When they seek each other’s help to care for the sick in their families, the vigilantes who 
now prowl our virtual and physical streets, threaten violence as they defend the reputation of their political 
heroes. 
 
Power in one office 
 We may claim otherwise, but with all its extreme economic and caste-driven inequalities, Indian 
society was never known for its compassion. What we have become today though is something else. We have a 
government that has no moral compass to guide it; its only compass is to remake India into one where all are 
not equal and where it must be “mukt” of all diversity. In carrying out this agenda over more than five years, it 
has transformed the purpose and capacity of the state. To govern is not the main purpose; to create a Hindu 
Rashtra is the aim. To do so, it has bribed, threatened, or browbeaten all independent institutions and 
deprived them of an independent voice. It has made a mockery of federalism and reduced State governments 
to near vassals. It has centralised power in one office, the ominous sounding “PMO”. It has weakened the 
bureaucracy to an extent that civil servants are too terrified to do anything other than what their political 
masters want. To achieve its objective, it is focused entirely on winning every single election, from the 
municipal to the national, or failing that, engineering defections by hook or by crook so that it can wield 
untrammelled power.  
 Is it any wonder then that when the storm clouds gather, there is no one to tell the Emperor he is not 
wearing any clothes? There was no institution, no group and no individual in the circles of power to say that 
India was no Vishwaguru, that India was not special and that the pandemic was not in retreat. There was no 
one to tell a Chief Minister that holy as the Ganga’s waters are, this round at least will be won by the evil of 
SARS-CoV-2 if devotees gather every day in tens of thousands on the banks of the river. 
The Election Commission of India has become such a shell of its former self that it dare not do anything that 
will reduce huge “road shows”, that new hallmark of Indian democracy that the ruling party specialises in. And 
there is no one to tell the Prime Minister that to say with pride (without wearing a mask), “I have never seen 
such a large crowd” at an election meeting, as he did in Asansol in mid-April when daily new cases of COVID-19 
were over 200,000, is an invitation to create a public health disaster. The hubris of our political leadership has 
indeed turned the Government of India into a “Vishwaguru” of a certain kind — one that catalyses, not 
prevents, a humanitarian disaster. 
 A government that has lost its sense of purpose in governance will not have a machinery that can cope 
with a public health catastrophe. Its incompetence has descended to such levels that it cannot match numbers 
on supply with demand when it draws up a vaccination drive. It is so eager to shirk responsibility that it 
abandons a decades-long policy of free universal vaccination and then places half the burden of vaccination on 
the financially crippled States. It does not seek cooperation and support from the Opposition. It instead thinks 
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it is more important to abuse former Prime Ministers who offer suggestions. And it is so obsessed with 
managing the narrative that it sends anonymous WhatsApp messages to the media with talking points about 
how to criticise the Opposition. It has created such an immoral universe that as people lie on pavements 
outside hospitals seeking medical help, the market feels free to engage in price gouging of the desperate. 
 
No compassion 
 This is a government that is incapable of showing any compassion for those who are suffering. The 
DNA of the state has changed so much that it does not even think it should reach out with messages of comfort 
to those who are bewildered with what has overwhelmed them. The political leadership is so much in love with 
showing its ‘strength’ that it thinks compassion is another word for weakness. A strong government is not one 
that uses every occasion to ask its citizens to demonstrate their sense of nationalism. It is instead one that can 
admit it is wrong, seek forgiveness for its actions that have created harm and show compassion for those who 
are struggling to stay alive.  
 When it does so, it can surely draw everyone into a collective effort to deal with this catastrophe. It is 
not just a question of competence, this is a mammoth crisis that no government can handle on its own. The 
Government of India needs the support of citizen groups, of the Opposition, of the courts, of the medical 
profession, of industry — of everyone who is willing to help get the better of this nightmare. It was in a similar 
situation this time last year that it had the opportunity to form a national government (https://bit.ly/3h3B6yT). 
It instead chose the first wave of the pandemic to further centralise power, push State governments aside, use 
the infamous Delhi police to throw young people into jail on false charges, issue a slew of ordinances and then 
railroad unpopular legislation through Parliament. It used the pandemic in 2020 not to build a healthier society 
but for short-term political gain to further centralise power in one office. 
 It may be against the nature of this government to accommodate differences of opinion and seek 
everyone’s help. But Indians are now struggling for something as basic as oxygen as this vast country finds itself 
felled not by the virus but by a government’s insensitivity and incompetence. There is much more at stake than 
the self-interest of one political party and one individual. Hubris and compassion sit on two mountains. Which 
one are we going to climb? 
 
 fell (verb) – kill. 
 insensitivity (noun) – lack of awareness, lack of 

concern, not caring about others’ feelings. 
 incompetence (noun) – inability, lack of ability, 

incapability, incapacity. 
 catastrophe (noun) – disaster, calamity, mishap, 

crisis. 
 hit (verb) – affect badly, damage, have a negative 

impact on. 
 ferocious (adjective) – fierce, savage, brutal. 
 competently (adverb) – efficiently, 

knowledgeably, proficiently; adequately, 
acceptably, satisfactorily. 

 cry (noun) – urgent request, appeal, plea, call. 
 desperation (noun) – hopelessness, despair, 

distress. 
 handle (noun) – a “username” used on social 

media that begins with the “@” symbol. 
 defame (verb) – libel, slander, vilify, tarnish, 

stigmatize, disparage, insult, speak ill of. 
 consequence (noun) – end result, outcome, 

reaction, ramification, repercussion. 
 plaintive (adjective) – sad, unhappy, heartbroken, 

pitiful. 
 storm trooper (noun) – a strong or powerful 

supporter or defender of a cause. 
 advance guard (noun) – a body of troops 

marching or positioned in front of the main body. 

 step in (phrasal verb) – act, take action, become 
involved, get involved. 

 punitive (adjective) – penal, disciplinary, 
corrective, retributive; harsh, severe, stringent. 

 dare (verb) – be brave enough, have the courage, 
take the risk,  be so bold as, have the audacity. 

 Nineteen Eighty-Four (noun) – English novelist 
George Orwell’s dystopian novel “Nineteen 
Eighty-Four” published in 1949. Thematically, 
Nineteen Eighty-Four centres on the 
consequences of totalitarianism, mass 
surveillance, and repressive regimentation of 
persons and behaviours within society. More 
broadly, the novel examines the role of truth and 
facts within politics and the ways in which they 
are manipulated. Yet today, by some measures, 
Orwell’s (dystopian) world is finally coming into 
being. 2021 is the new 1984. The Ministry of 
Love, the Ministry of Peace, the Ministry of 
Plenty, and the Ministry of Truth are the four 
ministries of the government of Oceania in the 
1949 dystopian novel Nineteen Eighty-Four, by 
George Orwell. 

 dystopian (adjective) – a fictional/imaginary 
community or society where there is great 
suffering or injustice. 

 decade (noun) – a period of ten years. 
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 at last (phrase) – finally, in the end, eventually, 
ultimately. 

 flounder (verb) – struggle, have difficulty, be 
confused, be in difficulties, be in dire straits. 

 arrogance (noun) – egotism, self-importance, 
high-handedness, imperiousness. 

 hubris (noun) – feeling of superiority, excessive 
self-importance, excessive pride, excessive self-
confidence/self-glory, overconfidence, arrogance. 

 ebb (verb) – diminish, decrease, fade away, 
disappear; it also means recede, retreat, flow 
back, go out. 

 the competent (noun) – skilful/talented/ 
knowledgeable person. 

 the incompetent (noun) – unskilful/inefficient 
person; bungler, idiot, stupid person, moron. 

 pandemic (noun) – the worldwide spread of a 
new disease; The illness spreads around the 
world and typically affects a large number of 
people across a wide area. 

 public health (noun) – the branch of medicine 
handling public health; public health is also the 
science of protecting and improving the health of 
people and their communities through education, 
policy making and research for disease and injury 
prevention. 

 leave someone to their own devices (phrase) – 
leave someone to do what he/she wants to do 
(without someone else monitoring him/her). 

 seek (verb) – try, aim, attempt. 
 vigilante (noun) – a member of the self-

appointed group which unofficially punishing 
crimes. 

 prowl (verb) – move (restlessly stealthily/ 
secretly) around in search of prey (victim/target). 

 virtual (adjective) – performing a task with the 
use of computer, especially over a network. 

 reputation (noun) – good name, character, 
standing, stature, status, position. 

 caste-driven (adjective) – dependent on the 
caste; influenced by the caste. 

 inequality (noun) – Inequality is simply defined as 
“the state of not being equal, especially in status, 
rights and opportunities; imbalance, unevenness, 
disproportion, disparity. 

 compassion (noun) – sympathy, feeling, 
empathy, consideration, humanity. 

 moral compass (noun) – an inner sense which 
distinguishes what is right from what is wrong, 
functioning as a guide (like the needle of a 
compass) for morally appropriate behavior. 

 mukt (adjective) – Hindi word; free, unfettered, 
liberated from. 

 diversity (noun) – existence/presence of different 
people (from a variety of backgrounds and 
perspectives ranging from race to age to gender 

to hometown to educational experience) within 
the group; variety, variance, difference. 

 carry out (phrasal verb) – conduct, perform, 
execute. 

 bribe (verb) – buy off, pay off, suborn, corrupt. 
 browbeat (verb) – oppress, intimidate, 

pressurize, coerce, force. 
 deprive (verb) – deny, prevent someone from 

having something. 
 voice (noun) – expression; opinion, view. 
 mockery (noun) – insulting/absurd imitation of 

something; a false representation of something; 
travesty, farce, poor imitation, a poor substitute. 

 make a mockery of (phrase) – make something 
look foolish/absurd. 

 federalism/federal framework/system (noun) – 
a system of government in which establishments 
such as states or provinces share power with a 
national government. 

 vassal (noun) – subordinate, deputy, assistant, 
aide. 

 centralise (verb) – concentrate, bring under one 
roof, consolidate, control (under one authority). 

 ominous (adjective) – threatening, menacing, 
inauspicious, unpromising, unfavourable. 

 sound (verb) – appear, look like, seem. 
 The Prime Minister’s Office (PMO) (noun) – The 

Prime Minister’s Office consists of the immediate 
staff of the Prime Minister of India, as well as 
multiple levels of support staff reporting to the 
Prime Minister. 

 bureaucracy (noun) – officials (in the 
administration, government, the establishment) 
as a group. 

 fail (verb) – be unsuccessful in. 
 engineer (verb) – bring about, cause, 

mastermind, orchestrate, manipulate. 
 defection (noun) – desertion, absconding, 

decamping. 
 by hook or by crook (phrase) – by any 

means/methods possible (be taken to accomplish 
a goal whether they are morally right/wrong). 

 wield (verb) – have, exercise, exert, be possessed 
of. 

 untrammelled (adjective) – uncontrolled, 
unconstrained, unrestricted. 

 storm (noun) – trouble, disturbance, controversy. 
 storm clouds (verb) – trouble/disturbance that is 

going to happen soon. 
 Vishwaguru (noun) – a reformer and teacher/ 

master to the entire world. 
 shell/shadow of its former self (phrase) – 

reduced in vigour or strength (that means 
someone/something is not as powerful as 
earlier). 
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 retreat (noun) – withdrawal, pulling back, pulling 
out, falling back, giving way, recoiling. 

 road show (noun) – a series of a political 
campaign (in different places throughout the 
country/state). 

 hallmark (noun) – distinctive feature, indication, 
sure sign. 

 invitation (noun) – encouragement, temptation, 
lure, attraction. 

 indeed (adverb) – in fact, actually, undeniably. 
 catalyse (verb) – to cause/accelerate some 

action/process. 
 humanitarian (adjective) – compassionate, 

humane, socially concerned. 
 humanitarian crisis (noun) – it is also called as 

humanitarian disaster; a situation with high levels 
of human suffering in which basic human welfare 
is in danger on a large scale. 

 cope with (verb) – deal with, grapple with, 
handle/manage. 

 machinery (noun) – system, apparatus, structure. 
 descend (into) (phrasal verb) – degenerate, 

deteriorate, decline. 
 draw up (phrasal verb) – prepare a plan of action 

in detail. 
 vaccination (noun) – treatment with a vaccine to 

protect against a particular disease; 
immunization. 

 drive (noun) – campaign, movement, effort, 
push. 

 shirk (verb) – avoid, evade, shun, neglect (a 
responsibility or duty). 

 universal vaccination (noun) – vaccination for all. 
 crippled (adjective) – ruined, damaged, 

destroyed. 
 seek (verb) – request, ask for, appeal. 
 abuse (verb) – misuse, misapply, misemploy, 

mishandle. 
 obsess (verb) – be fixated, be preoccupied, be 

possessed, be haunted, be consumed. 
 narrative (noun) – a representation of a 

particular situation; portrayal/account. 
 anonymous (adjective) – nameless, incognito, 

unknown/unspecified. 
 price gouging (noun) – it refers to the 

action/practice of sellers trying to take unfair 
advantage of consumers during an emergency or 
disaster or crisis by unreasonably & excessively 
increasing prices for essential consumer goods 
and services. 

 Deoxyribonucleic Acid (DNA) (noun) – DNA is an 
important biological macromolecule (nucleic acid) 
that replicates and stores genetic information. It 
is a blueprint for all genetic information 

contained within an organism. DNA has two 
strand structure. DNA is found in the cell’s 
nucleus. 

 DNA (noun) – (figuratively) the basic/ 
fundamental qualities/ characteristics of 
someone/ something. 

 desperate (adjective) – (of a person) urgent, 
pressing, compelling, crying need for something. 

 reach out (phrasal verb) – contact someone to 
obtain/offer help/assistance/cooperation. 

 bewildered (adjective) – confused, perplexed, 
puzzled. 

 overwhelm (verb) – overload, overburden, beset, 
afflict/strain. 

 nationalism (noun) – it refers to a system (with a 
narrow set of ideas) created by a group of people 
who believe their nation is superior to all others. 
It is also a perception of national superiority and 
an orientation toward national dominance- called 
chauvinism (excessive nationalism). 

 admit (verb) – confess, acknowledge, own up to, 
make public. 

 forgiveness (noun) – pardon. 
 mammoth (adjective) – something which is huge, 

massive, mighty, colossal. 
 on one’s own (phrase) – alone, all alone, by 

oneself, all by oneself, independently, single-
handedly. 

 get the better of (phrase) – defeat, beat, 
overcome, conquer. 

 nightmare (noun) – very unpleasant or 
frightening experience; ordeal, horror, torment. 

 national government (noun) – a government that 
is formed with members from different political 
parties, especially during a crisis. 

 push aside (phrasal verb) – ignore, dismiss, 
disregard, brush aside, turn down, spurn. 

 infamous (adjective) – notorious, disreputable, 
ill-famed. 

 slew of (noun) – a large number of, lot, range. 
 ordinance (noun) – (local) order, law, 

directive/regulation. 
 railroad (verb) – coerce, force, compel, pressure, 

pressurize. 
 legislation (noun) – body of laws, rules, 

regulations, statutes. 
 accommodate (verb) – adjust, adapt, attune, get 

accustomed,  come to accept. 
 difference of opinion (phrase) – disagreement. 
 much more (phrase) – a lot more. 
 at stake (phrase) – at issue, at risk; or in question. 
 self-interest (noun) – self-seeking, self-regard, 

self-obsession, selfishness, own advantage. 
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